SHIKSHANTAR, INDIA
FROM TRANSACTING
TO GIFTING

Sarita kare na paan, vriksh na fal chaakhe kadi
Khet na khave dhaan, parhit neepjey sekhra.

The river never drinks its own water.

The tree never tastes its own fruit.

The field never consumes its own harvest.
They selflessly strive for the well-being of all

those around them.

—Mewari proverb, India
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Here is a dream of India.

Gandbhi, Krishnamurti, Tagore, Vandana Shiva, and Arundhati Roy®° are
sitting beneath the shade of a banyan tree, its thick limbs dangling rootlets
down toward the cracked earth. The air is thick and wet, a premonsoon
heat wave of more than 110 degrees. These great sages of then and now
are sipping chai together and discussing their favorite topics—poetry, phi-
losophy, activism. Krishnamurti opens the conversation with a question.8°

Krishnamurti: Does life have a meaning, a purpose? Is not living in
itself its own purpose, its own meaning? Why do we want more?

Tagore: The greed of gain has no time or limit to its capaciousness. Its
one object is to produce and consume. It has pity neither for beautiful na-
ture nor for living human beings. It is ruthlessly ready without a moment’s
hesitation to crush beauty and life out of them, molding them into money.

Gandhi: God forbid that India should ever take to industrialism after
the manner of the West . . . keeping the world in chains. If our nation took
to similar economic exploitation, it would strip the world bare like locusts.

Roy: The structure of capitalism is flawed. The motor that powers it
cannot but vastly increase the disparity between the poor and the rich
globally and within countries as well.

Shiva: The ecological economy is an economy of renewal where you
have six foot of bamboo growing in a few months, or a new goat in seven
months. But we’re creating scarcity in an abundant world. Poverty is a
human creation—nature doesn’t create scarcity—human systems do.

Gandhi: | suggest that we are thieves in a way. If | take anything that |
do not need for my own immediate use, and keep it, | thieve it from some-
body else. | venture to suggest that it is the fundamental law of Nature,
without exception, that nature produces enough for our wants from day
to day, and if only everybody took enough for himself and nothing more,
there would be no pauperism in this world, there would be no man dying
of starvation in this world.

Tagore: Our living society, which should have dance in its steps, music
in its voice, beauty in its limbs, which should have its metaphor in stars and
flowers, maintaining its harmony with God’s creation, becomes, under the
tyranny of prolific greed, like an overladen market-cart jolting and creak-
ing on the road that leads from things to the Nothing, tearing ugly ruts
across the green life till it breaks down under the burden of its vulgarity,
on the wayside, reaching nowhere.
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Roy: People are so isolated, and so alone, and so suspicious, and sg
competitive with each other, and so sure that theyA am? about to bg cor;r:]ed—
by their neighbor, or by their mother, or by t_hgr sister, or the|r‘fgr .
mother. What's the use of having . .. whatever it is that you have, if your
going to live this pathetic, terrified life?

Gandhi [winking]: No doubt, capital is lifeless, but not the capitalists
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practice that you first encountered in Mexico) has transcended practice
and become a philosophy—a spirituality even—for transmuting garbage
into grace through hardy ingenuity. Shikshantar is steeped in philosophy,
brewed from a rich mix of poets, sages, scholars, grandmothers, dreamers,
writers, storytellers, and artists. Gandhi’s concept of swaraj is its primary
ingredient, the black tea into which all the other spices are infused—

le to conversion.
Who;’:;r::e;‘:: best of us still have our aspirations for the supreme got::\lsl
of life, which is so often mocked by prosperous people wh9 now con r:ot
the world. We still believe that the world has a deepe.r meavnmg than what
is apparent, and that therein the human soul finds its ultlmtat.e_ hat.rmo::i
and peace. We still know that only in spiritual wgalth does cw_lhza ion
tain its end, not in a prolific production of materials, and not in the com.'
iti intemperate power with power. -
petltll(?:s::ng:\irti Surels/ aman who is living richly, a man who see:'; thulng“:
as they are and is content with what he has, is nc?t confus.ed; heis c e:\
therefore he does not ask what is the purpose of life. For him the very liv:
ing is the beginning and the end. : b
Shiva: In nature’s economy the currency is not money, it is life. |
Gandhi: Whenever you are in doubt, or when the self becomes to
much with you, apply the following test. Recall the face of thfe poorest an
the weakest man whom you may have seen, and ask yours?|f, if thg step yciJ
contemplate is going to be of any use to him. Will he galn anything by
Will it restore him to a control over his own life and destiny? In other.v.vorl
will it lead to swaraj [freedom or self-rule] for the hungry and spiritua :
starving millions? Then you will find your doubts and ygur self melt away
Krishnamurti: In oneself lies the whole world and if you know how‘
look and learn, the door is there and the key is in your hand. Nobodsfl
earth can give you either the key or the door to open, except yoursel .“.
Tagore: | slept and dreamt that life was j.oy. | awoke and saw that lif
was service. | acted and behold, service was Joy.

Tagore, Krishnamurti, Sri Aurobindo, Vinoba Bhave,®' as well as the wis-
dom of common people, everyday life, elders, and dalits (untouchables).
This is your invitation to taste swaraj, to roll the complexity of India around
on your tongue. You don’t have to understand it—just put a few of these

sentences from Shikshantar in your pocket, carry them around with you,
pull them out occasionally for refreshment.

The call for swaraj represents a genuine attempt to regain control
of the “self”—our self-respect, self-responsibility, and capacities for self-
realization—from institutionalization; that is, the submission of the human

spirit to the will of institutions. As Gandhi states, “It is swaraj when we
learn to rule ourselves.”

Swaraj requires that we regain our faith in the capacity of human be-

ings and restore agency, the locus of power, back to individual and local
communities.

The process of swaraj seeks to create a reflective and participatory

context for people to ask who we have been, who we are, and who we
want to become.

This feels like heady stuff, doesn’t it? What are you expecting to find
when you walk into the Shikshantar learning space in Udaipur, the City of
Lakes in the state of Rajasthan? What images of India are you carrying
around with you? Are they images of poverty—beggar children tugging at
you for change, overcrowded streets, rivers polluted with plastic debris?
Are they images of technology—call centers and tech support and profes-
sional outsourcing? Are they images of Bollywood, Hindu gods and god-
desses, men playing sitars and women in saris dancing?

Here is another image of India—one in which people are practicing
swaraj by rejecting today’s ready-made world, a world in which every-
thing we consume has been processed and prepackaged by someone
olse: ready-made clothes, ready-made food, ready-made homes, ready-

made education, ready-made medicine, ready-made entertainment. Here,

Instead, is an image of Shikshantar, a place whose purpose is to provoke
new thinking about education.

THE CALL FOR SWARAJ

You may have already formed an impression of Shikshar‘wtar befc
ever setting foot in India. This is the learning center In .Uda.lpf.ll’ wh
Daniel encountered the double edges of frustrationv and joy in mven
anew the cycle mixie. It is the place where kabaad se jugaad (the upcycil
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I had heard about Shikshantar for years before I made my first visit in
2005. Through our work together at Berkana, Manish Jain, one of Shikshan-
tar’s co-founders, had become a colleague and close friend. But no matter
how many long and Jate-night conversations we would have about Shikshan-
tar’s approach to rethinking education, 1 couldn't wrap my mind around what
they actually did. Manish talked repeatedly about swaraj, Gandhi’s invitation
to take responsibility for ourselves. He would patiently explain how Shik- |
shantar’s work was to experiment with creating our own learning, weaning
ourselves from the ready-made world where all that's expected of usis to be ', ‘
good consumers.

When I arrived at Shikshantar, ] observed a hive in action——people every-
where discovering and inventing their own unique ways to grow and prepare
food, maintain health, construct household goods, tell stories, create art. At
first, there didn't seem to be any rhyme or reason to their activities. Every
one carried on with his or her own vision, forming partnerships and team:
25 needed. It was only after a full week immersed in this lively environmen
that I began to see what held the whole together. Shikshantar's cohere
is derived from its shared values and beliefs that serve as an undergroun

aquifer nourishing all the activity above the surface. That aquifer runs deej
saturated with India’s three-thousand-year—old philosophical and spirituz
heritage——which is why it matters to listen to the voices of the wise men
women who have come before. And which is why we began our journey
India the only way we could have—with the insights of the wisdom-kee

who have shaped everything Shikshantar is today. 2:

Itis 9 am. Itis 3pm. Itis g p.m. It doesn’t matter: The scene is the sam
At every time of day, people come and go, following their own persof
rhythm of work, play, rest, and surprise. On the left as you walk in, Gud
is sitting at the charka, spinning cotton into string which can be mal
into clothes or bags. Through the doorway, Vishal is practicing kabaad
jugaad by rolling old newspapers into long, thin tubes that will be woV
into baskets and bowls. A pile of CDs awaits his attention for becomin
lampshade. Nirmal is sawing away at a piece of coconut shell out of whi
he will make earrings and necklaces to display at next week’'s Hamo &
Mela, the monthly festival where community members exchange lo¢
grown organic food, herbal medicine, and handicrafts. pPannalal wand
in, returning from Sandeep’s urban garden carrying a cabbage cove
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:;h a fine dust of ash, which has served as a natural insect repellant. He
2 ivers t.he cabt.>age' to Sunny, a sixteen-year-old who has devoted himself
Casgpenr:ents in oil-free food and healthy cooking. He is preparing the
age for today’s lunch, which will be ch
: - opped, flavored, and deli
in a blackened pot to the roof, wh j : i
2 ere Manoj has set up his u

cooker. The cooker is made f i

: rom a rusted trunk, broken mi

tire tubes, and an old car windshi , i

. shield, all of which were f i
throughout the nei i by
ghborhood. Ram is also outd i
: ; oors tending the herbal

A ; 3 ;

ursery that will provide the primary ingredients for homemade medicine
soap, tooth powder, and massage oil. |
; tItEr\‘/.er'yone here is following their passion, working at their own pace
hu h.ls is hardly rugged individualism. This is a hive where each member.
: as dls or her unlque function to perform in service of the whole. There
is .or.e.er r;ere, but it may feel like chaos. Who is in charge? What are the
Spr;:)ntles. .Whlere are decisions being made? This is truly an experiment in
il;etr-qorgamzatrl]on, where each person pursues his or her own work rooted

e same shared beliefs. Very different j
- : projects emerge, yet they fi
a well-coordinated, orderl i : L
: y and effective whole. Here, th i
! . L , those beliefs are
base_lfjhon .swaraj, the commitment to walk our own path in the world
. taht |s; why you don’t always see Manish and Shilpa and Vidhi Jain
—the team that co-created this i
place. The formal kind of di i
' et of directive
:ade\r/ﬁw is not needed here. These three are out in the community right
ow. Vidhi, Manish’s wife, is organizin i
; g a gathering for the Famili

) : ilies Learn-
h?T‘.Tlf)gether network, a group that is exploring what life would look like if
amilies—rather than schools—were at the center of learning experiences

Ny prepares lunch; Manoj (B)el s it on t roof a ar cooker made from a
5 j the ooks it on the roof i
h -V i in an upcycled sol
! A
Lodl trunk, broken mirror, rubber tire tubes, and an old car windshield
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Shilpa, Manish’s sister, is talking with other bicycle enthusiasts to prepare
for the upcoming cycle yatra, a weeklong, money-free bicycle journey .that
) will explore what it means to fully engage in gift culture. Manish is visiting
one of the elders who is part of “Udaipur as a Learning City,” a citywide ef-
fort to reclaim informal learning spaces such as recreational areas, neigh-
borhood and cultural associations, arts, and community media. Citizens
throughout Udaipur are working together to reweave intergenerational re-
lationships among artists, farmers, workers, healers, craftspeople, educa-
tors, storytellers, and politicians, and among children, adults, and elders.

You, too, are being invited to venture out into Udaipur. Rohit, a twelve-
g year-old apprentice, is asking you to join him on the daily gobar run. Don't
! ask any questions; just say yes and grab a bucket as you walk out the door.

The streets outside Shikshantar are narrow and winding, crowded with
cars, rickshaws, scooters, tourists—and quite a few cows. Yes, the rumor
f is true: Cows are sacred in India. While long revered by Hindus for their
production of milk, ghee (clarified butten), and dung, cows were politici;ecl
in the late 1800s when protecting them became a movement to moblllze'
Hindus against British imperialism. Today in Delhi, for instance, more than
forty thousand cows share the capital’s overcrowded streets with thirtee
million residents—that’s one free-range cow for every 325 city dwellers!®?
The good news about this—if you’re practicing swaraj and rejecting the
ready-made world—is that fuel, the cow dung kind, is abundant and fre.e‘._:
" Rohit leads the way down quieter streets, moving away from the city
| center until you come to an outdoor crematorium. Here, other gobar col:
lectors hesitate to go, so it is easy to find fresh loads. He points out a hea
of day-old dung drying in the sunshine. You are meant to pick this up witk

il uhips, soap or soil, mixing gobar gets you back in touch with the natural wal
\ Jlk farnily—they eat, play, work and invent together.
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your ungloved hands—an opportunity literally to get back in touch with
the natural world—and deposit it in your bucket. Do you recoil at this? Take
a breath and reflect: You’ve probably been dousing your body for years in
unnatural chemicals; what’s so alarming about natural ones? Besides, humans
have been harvesting dung for fuel ever since we became co-dependent
on cattle. As it is, of today’s 840 million Indians who live in rural villages,
nearly half of their domestic fuel requirements are met by India’s 280 million
cows.®® Making fuel from cow dung is easy. Just grab a handful and shape
it into patties, about Frisbee-sized. Lay the patties out to dry. The sun will
take care of the rest, and soon you’ll have easy-to-use fuel chips.

Today’s gobar, however, has a different fate. It will be transformed into
amrit jal, “the drink of the gods,” a fast-track process for creating fertile
soil. Here’s the recipe: First, you’ll collect several bucketfuls of gobar and
haul them back to Shikshantar. Next, add some water, cow urine, jaggery
(hardened molasses), and stir. No, not with a stick or a ladle. With your
arm, right up to the elbow, creating cool circles of ooze. This should amplify
the redolent bouquet of manure, which will help reconnect you, no doubt,
to organic living. Be sure to use your left hand; this is the practice in India,
since people eat with their right. Mix it all up until the texture feels like a
thick, goopy sludge. Wait three days, stirring occasionally, and then add
water. On the fourth day, add brown biomass (leaves, grass, and straw)
and soak the mixture overnight. When it’s ready, you can alternate lay-
ers of amrit jal with sand and topsoil, forty layers deep, and wait another
hundred days. This will produce amrit mitti, “the soil of the gods,” rich or-
ganic soil that can be used for raised beds or poured on top of chemically
compromised soil, which ordinarily can take up to three years to convert.54

Whether making fuel chips or accelerating soil conversion, there is
wisdom in this process. It harnesses a resource that is freely available to
ease the burden of daily energy consumption—and enables self-reliance.
Traditional wisdom has it that burning gobar to fuel kitchen fires maintains
the perfect temperature to ensure that nutrients in food are not destroyed
by overheating. When burned in combination with neem leaves, gobar
smoke serves as mosquito repellent. Gobar soap, made with neem and
nloe vera, clears rashes and pimples. When mixed with clay to form floor
liles and adobe walls, gobar helps houses breathe and regulate tempera-
lure. And gobar can be converted as bio-gas into electricity.

For Shikshantar, collecting gobar is part of its challenge to the pat-
lorns and practices of the ready-made world. In modern culture, most of
s have become blind to the resources that nature so abundantly provides,
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and we’ve become ashamed of manual labor. Gobar, collected and trar;]s’—
formed with our hands, is just one means of reconnecting us to Earth’s
unending riches. : .
Just as you finish washing up in time for lunch, Manish returhs, brlrlg
ing his little daughter Kanku with him. She, too, is part'of the .Sh|L|<shannz:;
family, a full-time learner and mischievous sprite who immediately wa '
to know, in bits of English sprinkled with Hindi, who you are ar?d Why ycixihe
here. She grabs your hand and runs you around the room, pomtln.g ou
; b
drawings and collages and posters that plaster the walls, the guancti\\Ms
pets and handmade masks that hang from the ceiling, the rows a.n rg b
of books and DVDs, many of which have been produced and published by
Shikshantar and its friends. People are coming into this room frc?tm li\::: |
i i i - the floor and share the community :
direction to sit cross legged on : .
After all, this is a family, just not one created entirely by blo.od,hénd ;ISk:
nearly all families everywhere, they break bread together—r:n t |zcccep;
1 ting. Be careful how much you
corn rotis—as a means of reconnec : : ]
this first time around. Ram is going to spoon stea.mmg hea,ps ofrice, ;;itn:
gobhi, and dal on your plate. Before you’ve finished, he’ll come al; i
again. And he’ll keep coming around to give you more than y.ou cou .tpllt
sibly eat until you learn how to play this game that.puts Indian hospu\;c;r)l/<
against Western resolve. Just know that you will likely lose ast i;ou .
ich must be wip
last morsel on your plate, whic
your way through every ' : '
clean before Ram himself will finally sit down to eat his meal of wha A
remains in the pot. . -
There is a saying in India: Atithi Devo Bhava, a Sanskrit phr.ase rnzanlr:
“The guest is god.” The phrase has been co-opted by the tourism inaus

: i ion of gift cultul
Manish Jain, co-founder of Shikshantar, invites friends and colleagues into an ixplc;rfa(‘;ot;: Cg;mmu“
Children an;l Shikshantar volunteers make giant puppets and perform free show

SESRSRIPONS )
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but it originated in the Upanishads, ancient Hindu texts that proclaimed
feeding the guest—including the stranger—to be the noblest of all acts.
Thus is hospitality gifted, not earned. No equal exchange of value must
first be agreed upon. Perhaps Ram’s generosity offers you a glimpse into
one of Shikshantar’s most essential, most heartfelt explorations: a journey
into gift culture, the antidote to our ubiquitous transactional culture that
has turned the accumulation of material resources into a near-sacred pur-
suit the world over. What if, just what if, in Manish’s words, we were invited

back into our sacred role as active gift givers—from Homo economicus to
Homo giftus?

HOMO ECONOMICUS VERSUS HOMO GIFTUS

Manish Jain has been exploring the dynamics of gift culture since he
began his work at Shikshantar in 1999. Born in India and raised in the
United States, Manish returned to India to “unlearn” his master’s degree
in education from Harvard and his training as an investment banker at
Morgan Stanley. He holds this paradox with grace, his tall frame draped
in kurtas one day and Western shirts the next, digging in the dirt today
and flying off to keynote an international conference tomorrow. But little
makes him happier than spending the afternoon at Shikshantar engaged
in long, intoxicating conversations that challenge our assumptions about
the world. Today will be no exception as Manish invites you into an inquiry

about gift culture, which he begins by quoting Indian activist and former
Jain monk Satish Kumar: 65

We have learned much from the native Americans, the Australian Aborigi-
nals, the indigenous peoples of India (adivasis) and the Bushmen of Africa.
We have been guided by Jesus Christ, the Buddha, Mohammed and Maha-
vir. We have been inspired by Valmiki, Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Jane Austen
and many other writers. We have benefited from the lives of Mahatma
Gandhi, Mother Teresa and Martin Luther King. They were not motivated
by fame, fortune or power. Buddha claimed no copyright on his teachings,
and Shakespeare received no royalty cheques. We have been enchanted
by music, paintings, architecture and crafts of many cultures, from time
immemorial. We have received a treasure house of traditions as a free gift.
In return, we offer our work, our creativity, our arts and crafts, our
agriculture and architecture as gifts to society—to present and future gen-
erations. When we are motivated by this spirit, then work is not a burden.
It is not a duty. It is not a responsibility. We are not even the doers of our
work. Work flows through us and not from us. We do not own our.intellect,
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our creativity, or our skills. We have received them as a gift and grace. We
pass them on as a gift and grace; it is like a river which keeps flowing. All
the tributaries make the river great. We are the tributaries adding to the
great river of time and culture; the river of humanity. If tributaries stop
flowing into the river, if they become individualistic and egotistical, if they
put terms and conditions before they join the rivers, they will dry ahd.the
rivers will dry, too. To keep the rivers flowing, all tributaries have to join in
with joy and without conditions. In the same way;, all individual arts, crafts
and other creative activities make up the river of humanity. We need not
hold back, we need not block the flow. This is unconditional union. This
is the great principle of dana. This is how society and civilizatiowe
replenished.

Dana is a Sanskrit term meaning “generosity” or “giving” without any.
expectation of return. It is a way of being in the world that flips self-inter-
est on its head. A life well lived is one in which we each find an opportunity_i
to give our gifts rather than to have our needs met. Our purpose is define
by what we offer, rather than what we can secure for ourselves and our:
families. ]

Contrast this with the values of transactional culture—the one tha
prevails throughout the global marketplace—in which everything we need
to live comes to us through a process of exchange based on money. Over
time, what has emerged and solidified the world over is a global culturé
that invites us to consume as much as we can and hoard money and mate
rial possessions.

Here are a few more beliefs by which Homo economicus chooses i
live: Value can be quantified and measured; my sense of security is derive
from the quantity of resources | have rather than the quality of relation
ships I’'min. | have a right to acquire as many resources as | can; | have a righ
to extract natural resources from the earth. The surpluses | generate belon
to me; | should store them to produce future wealth. Since price goes ‘
when supply is constrained, inducing scarcity can generate wealth. v

What are the consequences of Homo economicus’s way of life? V
buy and sell our homes and our land, our labor and our ideas—even @
bodies and organs are for sale. Nothing is beyond the reach of this tral
actional culture. ‘

But wait. Before getting all worked up about how bad this syg
is—or how good it is—it might be worth pausing for a moment to lool
it as just, well, a system.

In Relnventing the Sacred, biologist Stuart Kauffman writes, “The ing
~ Llalized world 1s sean to be, and is, largely consumer oriented, materiall
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and commodified. How strange this world would seem to medieval Eu-
rope. ... We of the industrialized world forget that our current value sys-
tem is only one of a range of choices. We desperately need a global ethic
that is richer than our mere concern about ourselves as consumers.”66

Transactional culture was not inevitable. It is not human nature. It’s
just our culture. But we each have a story about why it is so. Perhaps it is
a Darwinian tale that says he who can secure resources for himself and his
family is most fit to survive. Or maybe it’s an economic and political tale that
heralds the triumph of capitalism over communism, socialism, and fascism.
Or even a pragmatic story about accepting the way it is because it feels un-
imaginable to challenge a system that has created the global marketplace.

There is an ancient Jewish folktale that depicts a man who visits hell,
amazed to find its inhabitants all seated at long tables, with fancy table-
cloths, beautiful silverware, and bountiful food in front of them. Yet no
one was eating, and all of them were wailing. When he looked closely, he
saw that none of them could bend their elbows; thus, although they could
touch the food, no one could bring it to his mouth. The visitor then goes
to heaven, where the scene is identical: long tables, fancy tablecloths,
beautiful silverware, and bountiful food. And here as well, people cannot
bend their elbows, yet no one is wailing—because each person is serving
his neighbor.6”

Alternatives to transactional culture abound throughout the world, in
both traditional and modern cultures. The indigenous peoples of Mexico
practice tequio, the voluntary gifting of work and time—such as cleaning
Up a road or planting a garden—offered for the sake of the collective good.
In Mali, dama is a pay-it-forward practice of keeping gifts on the move, cir-
culating continually through the community. Students of Buddhism offer
t/ana to their teachers, a formal spiritual act of giving that arises from the
purity of heart in the giver and leads to greater spiritual wealth. Among
Native American communities of the Pacific Northwest, the potlatch is

0 festival in which wealth is redistributed through reciprocity; the status
ol a family is determined not by how much is owned but by how much
lins been gifted to others. In India, sewa is a spirit of selfless service, per-
formed without any expectation of reward or gain.

And the list goes on. Butsu Butsu Kokan in Japan. Susu in Trinidad and
bago. The Kula ring in Papua New Guinea. Aropa among some Pacific
landers. Barn raising among the Amish.

Homo giftus offers goods and services freely, without any expectation
return. Its value is measured by the quality of our relationships rather
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than the quantity of our profit. Our capacity to give is infinite, uncon-
strained by shortages and fear of scarcity. Perhaps what’s most incred-
ible about the culture of Homo giftus is that it shows up every time our
transactional culture breaks down—in times of human-made and natural
disasters, grief and iliness, celebration and joy.

What if this is human nature? How would we explore this dimension of
ourselves? How could we rediscover our capacity to act with generosity
and to receive gifts offered by others’ generous impulses?

The folks at Shikshantar have an invitation for you, one that will im-
merse you in gift culture. It’s called a cycle yatra.

CYCLE YATRA

Bin Paise Cycle Yatra, Chale, Chalo! Chale, Chalo! Cyclewalleh zindabad!
Money-Free Bicycle Journey, Let’s Go! C’mon, Let’s Go! Long Live the
Bicycle Riders! J
—Shilpa Jain

Twenty-five bicycles are parked outside Shikshantar, bedecked Wit
ribbons and balloons, papier-maché masks and puppetry, hand-hel
drums and flutes and whistles. Twenty-five riders are bustling around,
strapping sleeping bags to rear racks and affixing signs to the handlebars
Dosti (Friendship), Ram Bharose (We're in God’s hands), Jaiso an vaist
man (So we eat, so we are), Apne seekh apne hath (Our learning is in oul
hands). The riders themselves are adorned in garlands, head scarves, a
bandanas. They are preparing for a weeklong cycle yatra, a journey out »
the city and into the arms of whomever they might meet along the way.

Would you like to join this adventure? All you have to do is leave bé
hind your money, credit cards, cell phone, iPod, snack food, and all thing
plastic. For you are entering Gift Culture, and there will be no monetat
transactions this week. Over the next two hundred kilometers, you W
secure your food and shelter with the gifts of your labor, your creativil
and your capacity to build relationships with strangers. You will pracg
surrender. Surrender to the tires that will burst on the unkempt dirt roat
surrender to the single gear that has the hills claim victory over your i
and your lungs, surrender to the brakes that may fail as you soar do;l
hill—and to the wisdom of the veteran rider who advises under such ¢
cumstance that you wait for a curve in the road and then jump!

WALK OUT WALK ON

tventurers head out on a cycle yatra, a mone:
Usting that someone, somewhere, will provide food and shelter.
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And you will receive the refreshment of floating in a cool lake, the
soothing touch of fellow riders massaging your feet and walking on ;/our
tired back, the ambrosial rush that comes from sucking on bits of sugar |
cane from a passing field.

You may find yourself hauling stones and being offered a place to
sleep, painting murals and receiving fresh buttermilk, singing songs and
enFertaining children and performing short plays just for the sheer delight.
This is a world of reciprocity, the antithesis of the market, and there’s no
guarantee that what is exchanged will balance out. Here, you throw your-
self into the hands of the universe and say, / offer my gifts to you, and so

shall others to me, strangers and friend’s alike. :

Can you trust this? Listen to Shilpa tell a story from her first cycle yatra:

We had reached our “destination” (the point on the other end of our loop
from which we were going to start heading back to Udaipur): Jaisamand'
Lake. It was beautiful, and several people got in for a swim. The sun was
hot, so we decided we would stay there 'til it dropped a bit and then make
our way to a village for the night. In the meantime, we started chatting with
all the different vendors there, who were curious about us and our bicycles
In a short time, we found ourselves painting a mural on the side of one oé
their stalls, chopping vegetables for the chaat, and soon performing the
short plays, juggling and music we had prepared as offerings for the vil-
lages we visited. In return, we accepted tea, fruits and even camel rides!
Then, the boatmen, who take tourists as well as locals on the lake
és!(ed if we would come to their island for the night. Their family had been,
living on the island for 400 years, and 65 family members lived there now
They helped us find a place to keep our bicycles for the night, and wé

y-free bicycle journey into the arms of gift culture,



accompanied them at sunset to their homes on the island. Two by two,
we each entered a home and chatted and cooked food with them and ate
together. All the children gathered around us at night and we shared our
tent and musical instruments with them and played games together. The
stars that night, from an island floating in Asia’s largest man-made lake,
were astounding.

In the morning, we woke early and helped clean the cow and buffalo
sheds. We pounded corn to release its kernels and helped collect it into
bags. Some of the friends exchanged their knowledge of macramé, and
we played some more games together. Then, the boatmen took us back
to the shore, where we found our bicycles safe and sound. Pedaling away,

we were all overwhelmed and delighted by the generosity and beauty of
|.68

the entire experience. It had been magica

Are you willing to make yourself this vulnerable? To trust that some= =
one, somewhere will provide? Can you give yourself over to a rhythm that
is determined by the people you meet, the places you journey, and the
experiences you participate in? Can you be this trusting of life?

When you return from the yatra, be gentle with yourself. It may seem
strange to notice how much of our lives is devoted to consuming the
ready-made world. It may be unsettling to discover how little is required
to feel joyful and secure—and how freely those who have less than we do
share what they have. We put so much effort into seeking security—accu=
mulating wealth, advancing our career, acquiring things, planning for the
future. How much of that security is real and how much illusion? i

Of course we can'’t live in gift culture all the time. But we can taste it
and we can begin to explore the edge between seeking security and trusts
ing that we'll find what we need. We can experiment with what it would
be like to participate in the transactional economy just enough to have
what we need—and to gift out everything else. Instead of seeking alwa
to acquire more, we might experiment with sufficiency.

This is exactly the experiment in which Mukesh Jat finds himself.

THE STORY OF MUKESH JAT

Here is the choice confronting Mukesh Jat: move to Indore, the corr
mercial capital of central India’s Madhya Pradesh, to find a job, or stay wi
his family in the village of Anjad to cobble together a livelihood. He’s dor
it before—he worked for a water company in Indore earning 800 rup
($17) per day. Quite a good income, actually. But his heart wasn’t in it, af
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As I've shared the story of Shikshantar’s cycle yatras with friends and
colleagues in the United States, I've been amazed by the emotion it rovs ;n
Sorr%e people just light up, delighted by the idea of leaving their matErialo :: 5
sessions E)ehind, envisioning that leap of faith as joyful, inspirin, OthersP i
aghast—"At least take a cell phone!” they say. We all have differegrllt need: i’re
safety and security. But security can also come from relationships rath sh it
stufﬁ’and gift culture is an invitation to deepen our relationsh]i s e

I've never been on a cycle yatra (though Manish says he’s plaEn.ing to cor-
r.ect that on my next trip to India). But I've witnessed the gift culture aris
time and again here at home, especially when it's most needed. When I b ke
my leg, friends appeared to offer rides and run errands. When' someone 20 !
we surround the mourners with food, love, and support. After Hurri i
Katrina in New Orleans, strangers opened their homes to each othe C;I\l’e
:f:e.r o:;rdgifts in ordinary times as well, when we volunteer, lend an ;u' tz

v 3 -
ali‘::né v:e;;ljf'z\lr:x; )f}:r a neighbor. The gift culture is not extraordinary; it's
! b;\lNie}‘l,eet?;rtor not I do go on a cycle yatra, these stories have inspired me
at people are innately generous—that we want to give our time
and talent to one another. It's in our nature to offer support to each oth
spontaneously, when we see aneed or opportunity. Perhaps we really are bez

described as Homo giftus. Z

he yearned for village life. Besides, things are different now. He is a n
lywed and a new father, and with his mother also under his .roof he hew-
household of four to come home to. Which means he also has a h’ou :Sla
of four to support—and therein lies the dilemma. b
So far, he has been trying to make it in the milk business. But no mat
ter hc.>w productive Kali the cow might be, one cow is hardiy enou ha:c :
sustain a family of four. Besides, this particular cow is a troublemakergL'ko
h»er némesake, the goddess Kali the destroyer, this Kali has an a ' rI Li
sive side—kicking people, charging at women. Mukesh’s mother hagfhzsd

- enough and wants Mukesh to sell the cow.

w \Y
3 t
his is Ile I_Waks 1 tervenes he g()ddess 01 wea tl , She who nas

1 Like many. villages throughout India, Anjad has been victim to the
reen Revolution that transformed subsistence agriculture into industrial
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processes, dousing the land in chemical fertilizers and Pesticides.that arg
costly and toxic. Mukesh had witnessed the destructive lrr?pa.ct of mclustrl_-I
ally farmed wheat on his own land, compromising the .Vltallty of the soi
and rendering its farmers’ livelihoods dependent on a single crc?p.
Lakshmi must have been whispering into Mukesh’s ear at n|ghF when
he dreamed up the idea of building a bio-gas plant and producing or-
ganic fertilizer. It was all right there. In the corner of the small courtyard
at Mukesh’s home, Kali deposited all the gobar Mukesh would need to get
Start\/‘:_\}/(ljw‘en you visit that courtyard today, you'll see the bi.o-gas pit into
which Mukesh dumps dung and water in a one-to-one ratio. That feed,s
the digester, where methane is extracted and piped through to Mukesh’s
kitchen, supplanting the liquefied petroleum gas cylinders that Mukesh
used to stand in line monthly to collect. In fact, Kali’s gobaI.' produFes mor,e
gas than Mukesh'’s household needs, so he runs a second line to his uncle’s

Clockwise from left: Mukesh Jat, Kali the cow, cleaning manure with the spinning wheel, compe
ing in vermi-beds.

WALK OUT WALK ON
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A year after starting, Mukesh is on a roll. Three more big cows stand
next to Kali, ang they now have given birth to four young ones. The bio-
rd kitchen and a new toilet. A cousin has leased
him additional land, where he has constructed ninety more vermi-beds.
The demand for Mukesh'’s organic manure has risen among local farmers.
All'in all, he is earning a /akh in profit—that’s 100,000 rupees (more than
$2,000). Growth, security, and a promising future are assured.

This is the microenterprise dream come true, isn’t it? A small invest-
ment sets a family on its path toward self-sufficiency; over time, those
Small investments become larger and the family’s future increasingly se-
Cure. Better still that Mukesh’s small business yields a greater good for his
local community—helping convert fellow farmers to a more sustainable
form of agriculture.

Why, then, is Mukesh expressing doubt about that path? It’s because
his experiment has cast him onto that uncomfortable edge between trans-
fcting and gifting, between growth and sufficiency. “When the farmers
started showing interest in the product, thoughts of big business and

- Prosperity started Circulating in my head,” Mukesh tells you. “But later, |
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i ir own
had a different perspective about helping other farmers sta;t t:wsetarting
production units and | realized where my priorities lay. Inhstead ontage i

: i the adva
i i f self-interest, | understood
a business enterprise out o ; v
our community if more farmers began production themselves—an
ole | could play.” : : !
: Mukesh is now cultivating a network of relationships amon?—iloFal f?trTg
imi j i ! gifti
i lar projects of their own. He Is
many of whom are starting simi . : : : . :
:'_’S'k owTedge his time, his assistance—while still selling his fertilizer. Tbls
o j ) i ivi t balances service
i j iveli d. a mindful way of living tha
is the path of right livelihood, . : Crapemit,
i i ity vitality with economic se ; 2
with self-interest, communi ! Skl
it mi i t in the market as little as nece '
it might look like to transac e =
our health and well-being—while giving as much of ourselves as W .
to our community. B ; 3
But we live in a world that demands we participate in the rl?irktetprl‘aour
i iffi ur
it can be exceedingly difficult to .
Once we get a taste of success, | oaplbiasiie.
i i ductive, anyway? This is a top
back on it. Why is growth so se ' =
thought about a great deal. So let’s return to Udaipur and indbour 1onutre:
ini i de of the banya ;
i i by reclining In the sha .
in India the way we began, i : ek .
ippi i flecting—this time with Manis ‘
sipping a cup of chai and re ‘ : 3
mpe‘:\ta? operating assumptions that drive our global transactional cultu ‘

FROM GROWTH TO SUFFICIENCY

“For thousands of years, we’ve known that having more stu.ff df)zs: !
i = i ins. “But that basic wis
i i d fulfillment, Manish begins. ]
i i f generations. Growth
ithin the span of a couple of 9 :
has slowly been eroded within i

i illusi f greater freedom and security ‘
promises some illusion o T o
! depend on others, | don |
more stuff, | don’t have to ave o

i kind of power. The accumula
with others, | have a new ! -
i iritual and psychologlcal purpose a -

comes our primary spiritua . : 3 dor
ial i i ality of our relationships, © 3
cial identity—rather than the qu o
i i tional culture, he adds, assu r
our consciousness.” Our transac e
is some unlimited nature to this growth, that we can accumulate inf |
And this may have something to do with our money system. . i
“What'’s different about money is its accumulative power,f 4 {
imi i ore thi
continues. “Natural goods have a limited time to be consumed kcale 5
: i infinite ana im
i i ishable, therefore seemingly infini .
erish. Money Is nonperishable, ; 9l : e
:Dt is an abstraction that defies both life and the limits of our mind, |

fines our culture. And we are trapped in it.
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In his book The Future of Money, Belgian economist Bernard Lietaer

illuminates the absurdity of our transactional culture in which everyone
seems to be “waiting for money.” He writes:

Imagine a Martian landing in a poor neighbourhood and seeing rundown
communities, people sleeping in the streets, children without mentors or
going hungry, trees and rivers dying from lack of care, ecological break-
downs and all of the other problems we face. He would also discover that
we know exactly what to do about all these things. Finally, he would see
that many people willing to work are either unemployed, or use only a
part of their skills. He would see that many have jobs but are not doing the
work they are passionate about. And that they are all waiting for money.
Imagine the Martian asking us to explain what is that strange “money”
thing we seem to be waiting for. Could you tell him with a straight face
that we are waiting for an “agreement within a community to use some-

thing—really almost anything—as a medium of exchange”?
And keep waiting?

Our Martian might leave wondering whether there is intelligent life on
this planet.”®

Many people have analyzed how our global financial system arose
from our shared agreements about money (you can learn more about this
at the Walk Out Walk On website). But for now, let’s consider just what we
need to know about the relationship between money and growth to better
understand Manish’s point of view.

In his book The End of Money and the Future of Civilization, Ameri-
can economist Thomas Greco describes how banks create money out of
thin air when they make loans against their reserves.”! They then charge
interest to account for risk and the passage of time. But when the bank
issues the loan, it only creates enough money to account for the principal.
It does not create the money that will be needed to pay for interest. Be-

cause there isn’t enough money in the money system to pay for both the
principal and the interest on a loan, the economy must grow so that more
debt can be created to pay for the interest due. Otherwise, existing debts
go into default, and people—or ultimately, the economy—collapse.

It’s like a game of financial musical chairs where there just aren’t
enough seats to go around, and someone’s got to get kicked out of the
game.’? We are stuck in a positive feedback loop, Greco says, where debt
begets interest, and interest begets more debt. After a point, none of this
has anything to do with the actual production of goods and services. We

Just need to keep growing fast enough to stay ahead of ourselves—and
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everyone else. So we run around in a frenzy, hoping we won’t be the one
left standing without a chair.

A growth imperative has been designed into the very DNA of our
dominant economic system. Everywhere we look, we find people seeking
to produce more and more, faster and faster. We measure businesses by
their ability to increase year-over-year earnings. We expect farms to gen-
erate consistently higher crop yields. Doctors are meant to serve larger
numbers of patients more rapidly. Even nonprofit organizations are fre-
quently evaluated by how much their budget has grown. (How counter-
intuitive it must be for some, then, that Shikshantar declared its intention
to shrink its budget from year to year. In 2003, its budget was about
$22,000. By 2009, it had gone down to $13,000 while the organization’s
reach had tripled. This was accomplished by transitioning many expenses
into gift culture, such as workshop space, food for events, and housing for
guests; by deepening their practice of jugaad, thereby reducing their need
to purchase items; and by strengthening their network of partnerships
through which they created learning opportunities.)

Growth is one of our transactional culture’s highest values. Greater '
production and greater consumption of stuff is a fundamental social
value—so pervasive that we can’t even see it, so pervasive that when a
crisis hits, we're invited to go shopping. We trust in progress, confident
that things will always get better: we’re riding a trajectory of ingenuity and
technological advance that has no end.

But as Manish points out, as a consequence of believing in unlim=
ited growth, we're now living in a culture of destruction. “In transactional

welfare of the community,”73 I

menting with new forms of money—
time-based currencies—that strength
COmmons. (As recently as the 1980
Such Currency systems in the world: t
05 high as five thousand.”) Each of th
and walked on to sufficiency.

Gift culture is about trusteeship,
father than ourselves. It’s about taking
One has enough. We offer what we can
lorms—rather than those dictated by t

such as mutual credit systems and
en local relationships and rebuild the
S, there were fewer than a hundred
oday, some estimates put that figure
€se groups has walked out of growth

about stewarding the commons
care of the whole so that every-
, and we value gifts on our own
he marketplace. We turn to one

Shikshantar’s intergenerational experiments in gift culture invite learners to labor with their ha
including spinning cloth with the charka and working with clay.
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another for our needs—to local businesses, teachers, artists, gardeners,
craftspeople—rather than to the anonymity of the global marketplace. We
walk out of our identity as Homo economicus, and we walk on to discover
the patterns and practices of Homo giftus.

The sun is setting over the streets of Udaipur as you drain the last
drops of your chai. The city begins to soften as people make their way
home to prepare dinner with their families. It is quiet, perhaps for the first
time in what has been a very long, hot day. A garlanded cyclist rolls past
hauling heavy bags in exchange for his dinner. A cow ambles by, pausing '
across the road to offer her gift of gobar to the commons. How gifts ap-
pear in the most surprising ways! As you doze off under the banyan tree,
Tagore returns to your dreams, offering a parting poem asking us to notice
how we’ve imprisoned ourselves in our transactional ways.

158

“Prisoner, tell me, who was it that bound you?”

“It was my master,” said the prisoner.
“| thought | could outdo everybody in the world
in wealth and power,
and | amassed in my own treasure-house
the money due to my king.
When sleep overcame me | lay upon the bed
that was for my lord,
and on waking up | found | was a prisoner
in my own treasure-house.”

“Prisoner, tell me, who was it that wrought
this unbreakable chain?”

“It was |,” said the prisoner,
“who forged this chain very carefully.
| thought my invincible power
would hold the world captive
leaving me in a freedom undisturbed.
Thus night and day | worked at the chain
with huge fires and cruel hard strokes.
When at last the work was done
and the links were complete and unbreakable
| found that it held me in its grip.””® :
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TRANSACTING

In Western culture, it’s easy to hear these expressions in everyday conver-
sations: “What’s in it for me?” “What will I get out of this?” “l owe you one.”
Do you ever hear yourself saying any of these? When you're home, do you
ever bargain with your children, bribing them to be quiet, using candy to
get them to do what you want, or threatening them with what you'll take
away if their bad behavior continues?

If any of these behaviors are familiar, welcome to the culture of Homo eco= i

nomicus. Even if we don’t want to participate in this way of living, even if

we know how destructive it is to be constantly bargaining and negotiating, )

it’s very difficult to escape its grasp.

Consumer culture needs us to be mindless and hungry. It constantly tells ;
us that we need more and more, that whatever we have isn’t enough.
We're urged to consume as much as we can as the means to keep our:
current way of life flourishing. If we cease to consume, we'll need fewer =
things, and fewer people will be employed. This is the tragic dilemma of
our time—we can't stop consuming without causing more suffering even:

when we realize that we can’t alleviate our real suffering by consuming.

This is the world that Tagore foresaw: “The greed of gain has no time
or limit to its capaciousness. Its one object is to produce and consume.’
We're urged to accumulate as much as we can so we'll feel safe and se=

cure. We're taught how to compute and negotiate soO that we get the best

deal, so no one takes advantage of us. These dynamics are very com=
pelling; better to get the upper hand, better to drive the hard bargain,
better to win. It's easy to get caught up in the game——and you get a lof

of nice stuff.

These messages are so powerful in modern global culture that it takes
great deal of awareness and discipline to silence their seductive lures:|
we don’t like what’s happening to ourselves, our children, our colleagi )
and our communities as we continue down the path of endless accumu
tion, then we need to reclaim the life we want. As at Shikshantar, we
practice swaraj, self-rule. We can practice swaraj by turning off the insi
tent cries of consumerism. We can think about what we really need, whi

115357

enough’s eno i
Feitll ugh. We can consider how we want to feel at the end of
, what achievements will have enduring value i

Swaraj rec

i jujnk Oz:lljol:;jz}::somwe want to be as human beings, past the glitter

Al t, past the superficial and meaningless transac-

ey : stoa healtby self-interest, where we exercise our
¢ confidence and creativity for the benefit of many, where we

focus on who we w
ant to become and w i
for gain, but as gift. HaEeapn o iiiintie s ok

H
ow are the demands of consumer culture impacting
you, your family, your community?
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GIFTING

At Shikshantar, we witnessed the same creativity, inventiveness, love, and
joy that were evident at Unitierra in Mexico, among the warriors in Bra-
zil, at the GreenHouse in Joubert Park, in the circles at Kufunda. How doi @
people without material things, with very few resources except themselves
and each other, create such happiness?

These are all gifting communities. You may have noted how much sup- 4
port they gave each other, how when they learned a new skill or created .
an invention, they were quick to share this with friends and neighbors. We ;‘
didn’t see them hesitating or holding things back for themselves. They f
weren’t asking “What can | get for this?” They wanted to know, “How can
this serve?” And they trusted that others would want to serve them. :

Gift culture nourishes us in deeply satisfying ways. As we share our skills
and discoveries, and then have our gifts greeted with enthusiasm, we feel |
inspired to keep creating. We discovef our own capacity for creativity and
for generosity. It’s hard to retreat into self-interest when your neighbors
are so delighted by what you’ve just given them. 3

Gifting sets in motion a cycle of generosity where one gift prompts an-f:
other. As generosity grows, emotions that destroy relationships, especially
jealousy and competition, recede. These strong emotions place blinder
on us, we don’t want to see people’s talents or acknowledge their skills.
We think that by shrinking them, we'll feel better about ourselves. Ina gen-
erous society, we don’t need to reduce others in order to feel superior. W
start to enjoy each other, even encourage each other. Once we experienc
this quality of community, it’s hard to go back to pettiness and jealous -ﬁ
We’re so much more gifted, all of us, in @ generous society.

Most of us already know this, even as we’re struggling with transaction
culture. We’'ve had experiences of working together without thought Ol
personal gain; we've shared moments of hard yet purposeful work tha
gave us more satisfaction than any object or paycheck ever could. Thes:
experiences, wherever they’ve occurred, give us a glimpse of how human
are meant to live together. ‘
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ohz;\t ctreates lasting happiness in life? What few things become most im
r i .
portant as we approach the end of life? Isn’t it about family and relation
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Where might you next offer your talents,
ideas, and skills as gifts?
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AN INVITATION TO EXPERIMENT

Work flows through us and not from us. We do not own our intellect, our
creativity, or our skills. We have received them as a gift and grace. We pass
them on as a gift and grace; it is like a river which keeps flowing. All the
tributaries make the river great. ]

—Satish Kumar

What would it feel like to experience our work as gift and grace, stream- ;
ing through us, one small tributary in a great river flowing to the future?

When we speak of offering work as a gift, it doesn’t mean that we stop
charging money for our services. We have to be realistic about the world
we live in. But we can change how we offer our work at more subtle lev-
els. We can notice all the strings we attach to our efforts—our need for
approval, recognition, status, appreciation—and think about whether wi
want to cut them.

If you’d like to experiment with exploring your work as gift, here are some
things to consider about gifts and gifting. A gift is a gift when: :

| offer it freely. There are no conditions. | give it because | want people to
have it. | do not need to gain from it personally.

| let go of needing the gift to be appreciated. | don’t call attention to how
hard I've worked, what it’s taken me to get here, how dedicated and com-
mitted | am, what a good generous person | am.

| don’t look for approval, recognition, or thanks. | offer my work, then turn
away. | don’t stand and wait for compliments. | don’t expect any kind of
gratitude. | don’t resent the people who didn’t thank me.

I let go of what | just offered. | move on, looking for the next place | might
contribute.

It’s not easy to change from our transactional mindset to these high sta
dards of gifting. But it’s worth a try. As we notice the emotional price ta
we place on our work, we can choose to let go of them. Little by little,
can snip the strings that keep us from knowing the free and open space
generosity. As we discover the delights of gifting, we also begin to reco
nize the gifts that others are offering to us. In this way, generosity gro
creating relationships of immeasurable value.

WALK OUT WALK ON




